The humble contingency table continues to play a central role in many medical investigations. The results from prospective, retrospective and other types of study are frequently summarized in terms of 2 x 2 tables and analysed by means of the ubiquitous chi-square statistic (with and without Yates' correction!) or where expected frequencies fall below the magical value five, by Fisher's exact test. Larger two-dimensional tables are also most often dealt with simply by a chi-square test for independence, although occasionally some extra test, such as one for trend, is added. Contingency tables with more than two dimensions are now routinely analysed using log-linear models.
concern what to do with contingency tables with small frequencies, and in the paper by Mehta this theme is taken up in detail; many examples are given where the application of exact methods leads to quite different P values from those obtained by the application of simple chi-square tests and the like.
Two other commonly occurring topics concerned with contingency tables are addressed in the remaining two papers in this issue. The first, involving the estimation of a common odds ratio in a number of 2 x 2 tables, is discussed in the paper by Emerson. The second, the problem of analysing cross-classified data with ordered categories, is considered in the paper by Etzioni, Fienberg, Gilula and Haberman, where the use of both association and correlation models is described.
The four review papers in this issue provide an excellent overview of the analysis of contingency tables in a variety of situations and will hopefully provide both the statistician analysing such tables and the investigator producing them, considerable food-for-thought in their future work.
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